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Foreword
Now bless the God of all,
Who everywhere works great wonders,
Who fosters our growth from birth,
And deals with us according to his mercy.
May he give us gladness of heart,
And may there be peace in our days
In Israel, as in the days of old.
May he entrust to us his mercy,
And may he deliver us in our days.
(Wisdom of Jesus ben Sira 50:22-24)
This passage from a great sage and teacher in the Jerusalem of 200 BCE is
appropriate for a reflection on Rabbi Asher Finkel, born in Jerusalem. As a
teacher Rabbi Finkel carried on the work of the sages of old, specifically
through his forebears in Lithuania, adherents to the Musar movement. The
call to walk in the ways of the Torah included a strong emphasis on the spiritual and moral principles of both Ashkenazi and Sephardic traditions.
Rabbi Finkel built on his studies in Comparative Religion in the University of
Tübingen and interpreted the Christian Gospel through its setting in the Judaism of the late Second Temple period.
When teaching Rabbi Finkel began each class with a lecture that was to be
appreciated as the synthesis of a complex picture of the message in a given
time and place. Among his students in the early days was Msgr. John
Gilchrist (1929 – 2018) of Newark Archdiocese. As he took copious notes,
he tried to discern the development of Rabbi’s presentations.
Once John took a red pen and traced the places where Rabbi had referred to
the precise topic of the lecture. The red marks referred on the theme from a
distance. Then after a second and third concentric circle at greater depth
there came a direct and detailed focus on the topic. This uplifted the way in
which the message resonated for the attentive listeners. They would experience “gladness of heart,” as in the days of old.
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From the late 1970s Rabbi Finkel joined 35 members of the various Colleges
of Seton Hall University to develop a proposal for an interdisciplinary doctoral program in Peace Studies. The approach began with a prayer: “may there
be peace in our days” for the world and especially between Israel and her
neighbors.
The academic program seemed too bold for its time, but a generation later
Seton Hall University moved from undergraduate to MA levels in its new
School of Diplomacy and International Relations. At all times may God
“entrust to us his mercy” on behalf of Israel, her neighbors and the world at
large!
I hope that our readers will enjoy the memories and tributes collected here!
Shalom,
Father Lawrence Frizzell
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Reminiscence of a Colleague
Rabbi Alan Brill, Ph.D.
I came to know Rabbi Asher Finkel in his ability to teach the entire realm of
Jewish-Christian relations using a single vowel. He had an astonishing ability
to elaborate a single point in the Hebrew Masoretic text into a full discussion
about the use and meaning of the Bible in antiquity and how it created the
two faith communities of Judaism and Christianity. From the same grammatical point, he was able to evoke in his listeners the lived religious experiences
of the verse and its interpreters. And somehow, he could use the same Hebrew vowel to teach his class about the rabbinic world view, offering them a
unique entrance into Talmudic thinking. He served as a model of building a
bridge between the Jewish and Christian communities.
Asher Finkel was the first rabbi to serve on the faculty of a United States Roman Catholic institution. He was able to teach Hebrew Bible, New Testament
and topics such as prayer or eschatology, as well as the religious experience
of the first century.
Rabbi Finkel came from an illustrious rabbinical family, a great-grandson of
the “Alter (revered Elder) of Slabodka” of the famed Slobodka Yeshiva in
Lithuania. He studied under Rabbi Joseph Ber Soloveitchik at Yeshiva University, where he received his rabbinical ordination. This is something I share
with him but separated by some thirty years.
Rabbi earned his PhD from Tübingen University in Germany, which was the
world’s leading center of theological thought. He served as an assistant professor in Tübingen, starting his career at the same time as Joseph Cardinal
Ratzinger, future Pope Benedict XVI. Cardinal Ratzinger taught there and at
the same time as Jürgen Moltmann, Hans Küng and Walter Cardinal Kasper.
In the early twentieth century German theologians, as part of their antisemitic animus, painted Jesus and the Christian message as completely separate from anything Jewish. They noted that Jesus was from the Galilee,
which they contrasted with Judea, but they removed him from anything associated with the Pharisees and Scribes.
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Rabbi Finkel labored to refute this anti-Judaism. He was one of the first to
help re-situate Jesus in his Jewish context. He published his first book, The
Pharisees and the Teacher of Nazareth (Brill, 1964) showing how Jesus’s
words were part and parcel of the Rabbinic world, with commonalities in
content and style. His work was pioneering and important as the first generation of scholarship recontextualizing Jesus in a Jewish milieu.
According to Rabbi Finkel, Jesus started and grew out of the Pharisaical
stands on controversial issues; he accepted the oral tradition of the academies and observed the proper mealtime procedures, and priestly regulations. Rabbi argued that Jesus’ condemnations, listed in Matthew 23, were
directed towards the Pharisees of the school of Shammai, whereas Jesus was
closer to the school of Hillel. Part of Rabbi Finkel’s method was to emphasize the Sitz-in Leben ("setting in life") of the early texts and to separate early texts from later developments and understanding.
The early history of prayer was a building block in Rabbi Finkel’s thinking. His
work tellingly highlighted the Jewish nature of New Testament prayers. He
situated Jesus’s prayer in the Gospel of Luke and the entire Lucan religioexperiential setting in the event of synagogal readings and preaching. But
from within its Jewish setting, the eschatologically-oriented church of Luke
translated this understanding to be its own. May Rabbi Finkel’s contribution
to Jewish and New Testament studies continue to inspire and challenge a
new generation!

His studies led Rabbi Finkel to argue that the relationship of Judaism and
Christianity should be seen as the relationship as two brothers.
The Rabbis and Christian teachers each start with the same verses and similar context and then diverge, as reflected in their respective literature. Rabbi
Finkel saw Zechariah’s vision of oneness as applying to this common starting
point (14:9): "On that day, the Lord will be one and His name one." For Rabbi
Finkel
“...the Jewish proclamation expresses an eschatological hope to share
with all humankind the Sinaitic experience in encountering God's
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presence through the words: ‘I am the Lord your God’. From this perspective, the Christian community, too, proclaims the reality of God's
Kingdom and invites the world to acknowledge God' presence. On the
day when the ‘God who is one’ will be fulfilled for all.” (J.M. Oesterreicher, Ed., Kinship Recalled, pp. 10-11).
Rabbi Finkel saw commonality between Jewish and early Christian religious
expectations, even if they diverged greatly in later centuries. As noted, he
saw that they both started with similar messianic and redemptive visions of
the unity of the world. He also understood the Catholic doctrine of the Immaculate Conception, saying that - to the Jewish mind - it made perfect
sense for the Messiah to be born of a ritually spotless womb.
My field of training was Jewish mysticism, which Rabbi Finkel always saw as
essential to understanding the Jewish religious experience. He published
about the book Sefer Yetzirah, a work that he saw as having rabbinic roots.

In sum, Rabbi Finkel was one of the first scholars to argue that between Judaism and Christianity, the ways never parted in the early centuries. Currently that is the accepted view, but it was not so when he started teaching.
As noted above, Rabbi Finkel and I attended the same rabbinical seminary
and both of us studied under Rabbi Soloveitchik. However, Rabbi Soloveitchik was deeply worried about theological dialogue erasing the distinctiveness of the two religions. He was worried about Jews not defending the
uniqueness of Judaism before the more populous faith of Christianity. Rabbi
Finkel always promised me that he would recount his personal discussions
with Soloveitchik, which were about their different worldviews and how a
student defends himself before his teacher’s critique. Alas, he never told me
the account of those meetings before he passed away.
Rabbi Finkel deeply loved Torah, touched many students in his career and
always sought Jewish-Christian reconciliation.
Rabbi Asher ben Eliezer Menachem, zichrono livracha - may his memory be
for a blessing.
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Honoring Rabbi Finkel
Kathy Dorry, M.A.
It was 1983 when I first met Rabbi Asher Finkel. He was running to his class,
and I was with Father Frizzell, who introduced me. I had learned about the
Department of Jewish-Christian Studies from a friend at church who was
studying there and raved about Father Frizzell and “our Rabbi,” as he referred to him. I was intrigued.
My journey into the Department of Jewish-Christian Studies began from a
desire, nay, a deep hunger for a greater understanding of the Scriptures. The
journey towards my Master’s degree was exciting as it was my first experience with the Socratic method employed by rabbinic teaching. Most of my
classes were with the Rabbi. When I began, I believed that my understanding of the Christian Scriptures was typical, but Rabbi had a wonderful way of
teaching and generating questions in his students. I started by taking one
class at a time, savoring each session. His teachings took me into the world
of reading the texts not in a literal way but with a multi-level perspective.
When Rabbi quoted the Christian Scriptures in class, he often times quoted
the Hebrew Scriptures or Jewish sources with complete understanding of
both. My eyes were opened! How exciting my commutes were as I mentally
reviewed the teaching of the night.
A story about the Rabbi comes to mind. While I was at a retreat someone
told a rabbinic story about two Jewish students asking their Rabbi a question. I had been studying with “my Rabbi” long enough to know the ending
this person told was not rabbinic. I came into class and asked Rabbi Finkel
about the two students and their story. Rabbi then told us it was from tractate Berakhot (first tractate of Seder Zeraim of the Mishnah and of the Talmud) on the right side of the page and quoted the story and the ending from
memory….WOW! It was a passage about when to recite the Sh’ma.
Every time Rabbi shared his knowledge with us, it inspired awe. We would
wonder how a man could have amassed such knowledge. I believe that because of his teachings, he built many bridges between Christians and Jews.
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Very often, I find myself sharing something Rabbi taught me. In casual conversation, a Jewish person will ask where I have learned something I have
discussed with them. The Rabbi’s teachings have been deeply embedded
within me.
Since graduation, from time to time, we stayed in touch and discussed many
issues. His teachings continued even from a brief phone conversation.

Rabbi Finkel touched many students in his career, and we sadly will miss
him. The world was a better, brighter place because of him. Rest in peace,
my Rabbi.
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Tribute to Rabbi Finkel
Jonathan Dwyer, M.A.
In the mid 1990s I attended a teachers’ workshop at Seton Hall sponsored by
the Institute of Judaeo-Christian Studies. It explored the Biblical Canticles
(both Hebrew Scriptures and New Testament) used for the Liturgy of the
Hours in Catholic worship. Our scholars for the day were Father Lawrence
Frizzell and Rabbi Asher Finkel. I attended the workshop because I needed
continuing education hours - but I found my experience intellectually stimulating beyond my expectations. I immediately saw the benefit of studying
Scripture with both Catholic and Jewish scholars.
In 2001 I lived in the Washington Heights neighborhood of Manhattan. My
wife, Meg, was a reporter for the Star-Ledger in Newark, and I was teaching
Religion and serving as department chair at St. Peter’s Prep in Jersey City.
Our two young children attended school in Manhattan. On September 11th
my wife and I were unable to get home to our children. Although they were
in the good hands of a close friend, our lives were changed. Meg and I
thought it best for us all to live and work and go to school in the same state,
so we unexpectedly moved to South Orange.
Landing on Turrell Avenue - a block from the main gate of Seton Hall - presented an opportunity. I contacted Father Frizzell and signed up for a course
in Fall 2002. I had an MTS from the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley,
California, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to pursue another degree or just take
a few classes. It wasn’t long before I was hooked.
I tell my students I studied the gospels with an Orthodox Rabbi who earned a
PhD in New Testament studies from Tübingen University in Germany. I also
let them know I never properly understood the gospels before studying
them with a Jewish Rabbi. I tell them that they will never really understand
the Bible until they learn Hebrew and that the best way to learn Biblical Hebrew is with a rabbi.
I have so many memories of Rabbi Finkel’s lectures, his stories, his anecdotes
and his voice. Many of them I share with my students today: “You call this
scholarship? This is not scholarship!”
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Mel Gibson’s controversial film “The Passion of the Christ” was released in
2004. The faculty and students in the Jewish-Christian Studies program were
concerned that this popular movie was antisemitic and that it misrepresented the Jewish people in Jerusalem at the time of Jesus’ death. That year we
invited Rabbi Finkel to deliver the Arrupe Lecture at St. Peter’s to a wide
audience of students, faculty, trustees and alumni.
Then and now, St. Peter’s sponsored an annual lecture on a social justice
issue named after Pedro Arrupe, SJ, the Superior General of the Society of
Jesus (1965 to 1983). His ministry and leadership were focused on the social
justice implications of our Catholic mission.
Rabbi Finkel used the concerns raised by the Gibson film as a springboard to
look at the passion narrative from a Jewish perspective; to expose antiJudaism and antisemitism; and to discuss the close relationship between the
Jewish people and the Catholic community. His presentation was well received, and he was inspiring as always.
My vocation as a religious educator and my life as a Catholic Christian have
been greatly enriched by my work at Seton Hall in the Jewish-Christian Studies program. I am deeply grateful to Father Lawrence Frizzell and Rabbi Asher Finkel for sharing with me their knowledge and their deep spirituality.
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Tribute to Rabbi Finkel
Miki Fine, M.A.
The Talmud teaches us:

ּתֹורה עִ ם דֶׁ ֶׁרְך
ָּ  ’יָּפֶׁ ה תַ לְ מּוד,” ַרבָּ ן ג ְַמלִ יאֵ ל ְבנֹו ֶׁשל ַר ִבי יְהּודָּ ה הַ נ ִָּשיא אֹומֵ ר
 ֶׁשזְ כּות, י ְִהיּו עֲמֵ לִ ים ִעמָּ הֶׁ ם לְ ֵשם ָּשמַ יִם, וְכָּל הָּ עֲמֵ לִ ים ִעם הַ צִ בּור...אֶׁ ֶׁרץ
"‘.אֲבֹותָּ ם ְמסַ י ְַעּתָּ ן וְצִ ְדקָּ תָּ ם עֹומֶׁ דֶׁ ת לָּעד
“Rabban Gamliel the son of Rabbi Yehuda the Prince said, ‘good
is Torah study together with a worldly occupation… Anyone who
works for the community should work for the sake of Heaven,
for the merit of their forefathers will help him, and their righteousness endures forever.’” (Pirkei Avot 2:2 –Ethics of our Fathers 2:2)
Anyone who had the z’chut, the privilege, to sit in one of Rabbi Finkel’s classes knows that both Torah study AND Torah work were woven together. In a
brilliant, artistic, passionate and unique sense, “the way of the World” for
Rabbi Finkel was teaching and sharing his knowledge with others. Rabbi
Finkel took his listeners to different heights of learning and touched each
student’s soul deep within for hours and hours after the session ended.
I had the privilege to study with Rabbi Finkel. Rabbi was also my mentor,
along with our beloved Father Frizzell, while I worked on my thesis. I made
sure to take every possible class that Rabbi Finkel offered during my time in
the MA in Jewish-Christian Studies program at Seton Hall University. How I
loved learning with him! I never wanted the sessions to end. Rabbi had the
glow of the Sh’china, the Divine spirit, on his face while teaching. Every time
his words, his wisdom and the ability to interpret text left me breathless and
amazed.
Loving the written text myself, I recall how excited Rabbi Finkel was every
time I would offer a quote in Hebrew or respond correctly to his inquiries.
He would respond with “she knows… she knows!” loud and happy, and anyone who took his classes knows exactly what I mean by his passionate responses.
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I specifically remember how Rabbi Finkel taught us the boundaries of the
land of Israel by offering a verse in Genesis, and then the way he also analyzed it from a Hebrew grammatical perspective. Wow! To be able to interpret a text and find meaning in such a multifaceted manner was spectacular,
and it changed the way I read text forever.
Rabbi Finkel did not teach Torah; he lived and breathed Torah. He made his
study of the Torah his profession and with that he created many students
who would help perpetuate his messages, but they would never come close
to the godly levels in which he shared these gifts.
When I returned home from Rabbi Finkel’s classes, my husband, Cantor Perry Fine who knew Rabbi well, used to say that I did not walk into the house,
but I floated in. Many times, when I think of Rabbi Finkel, or recall a teaching
of his, I still have those moments of feeling detached from earth.
“Anyone who works for the community should work for the sake of Heaven,
for the merit of their forefathers will help him, and their righteousness endures forever.” May Rabbi Finkel’s memory continue to be a blessing, for
the merit of his forefathers helped him, and his righteousness endures forever.
Submitted with awe and love.
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Tribute to Rabbi Finkel
Stan Fortuna, C.F.R.
In the mid 1980’s I was studying for a Master of Divinity degree, one of the
requirements for ordination to the priesthood in the Roman Catholic Church.
I was fortunate enough to have Rabbi Finkel as my teacher. Speaking of fortunate, one day Rabbi asked me if I knew the biblical meaning of my surname - Fortuna (fortunate). I did not know the biblical meaning of my name,
and even if I thought I had some sense of what it might mean, I knew by experience that when Rabbi Finkel asked me a question, an event of splendor
was about to occur. And indeed, as always, this was the case and this is because of “him who alone does great wonders, whose mercy endures” (Psalm
136:4).
Yes, the tremendous magnanimity of the power of His genius and intellect
contributed to the greatness of Rabbi Finkel, a true teacher. And even more
so, the power of his soul accompanied with the Fire of Love burning in his
heart - fruits of his prayer/standing before God - perpetuated the ceaseless
flow of understanding and wisdom streaming out from him as a fountain
“crying out at the city gate” (Proverbs 1:21).
“The biblical meaning of your name Fortuna,” he said with his wonderful
Rabbi Asher Finkel sound and enthusiasm, “does not mean to be fortunate
as in being lucky, receiving material possessions by chance or accumulating
material wealth.” “To be fortunate in the biblical sense,” he continued,
“means knowing how to make the most of the moment. This is what it
means to be truly fortunate, what a great name!”
While I was studying for the Master of Divinity degree, I was also working on
a master’s degree in Sacred Scripture. My thesis (“Pilgrimage - The Background to Jesus’ Sending of The Twelve in Mark 6:7-11) was completely
based upon Rabbi Finkel’s teaching on “The Teaching of Jesus.” Upon completing the thesis, I asked Rabbi if it would be ok for me to dedicate the thesis to him. He said, “Oh that would be an honor, but usually a dedication is
offered to a person who has already passed on and is no longer with us in
this world. Instead why don’t you acknowledge my influence and inspiration
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to you as your teacher.” And that I did.
So now dear Rabbi Finkel, it’s time for me to dedicate my inexpressible gratitude to the Most High for the gift of you and your vocation as Rabbi-teacher;
to dedicate myself to the great fortune of Divine Providence flowing through
your example and prayers for knowing and doing the Father’s will “on earth
as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10). You have inspired us and taught us amazingly by doing it faithfully yourself. Thank you dear Rabbi Finkel, thank you…
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Rabbi Asher Finkel of Blessed Memory
Rev. Avelino Gonzalez-Ferrer, S.T.L.
I arrived at Seton Hall University in August of 2001 as a seminarian about a
month before the September 11 attack. That most turbulent year would forever change not just the way we travel but more importantly the way we
think about faith and reason. The courses I took with Rabbi Asher Finkel in
the Jewish-Christian Studies Graduate Program that year served as an Ariadne’s thread out of the labyrinth of the mysterium iniquitatis (“mystery of
evil”) into the mysterium fidei (“mystery of faith”) of the Bible, for which I
will be forever grateful.
His criticism of ‘Biblical criticism’ and reductionism of every sort resonated
with just about all his students. And with this perspective he was able to tap
into the common sense of his contemporary students. To this day, I still remember a line from one of his lectures for his course on Biblical Thought:
“I’m supposed to believe that [King] David in all his glory didn’t write anything [that we find in the Bible]? This is scholarship?” He reclaimed our extraordinary powers for reason and faith, and for me, a first-year seminarian
immersed in the study of the Western philosophical tradition, this was incredibly exciting.
The course that stands out most dramatically in my memory is Biblical Interpretation and Religious Experience. Here he allowed us to witness most immediately from one class to the next his insightful studying of the Biblical
text in the light of extra-biblical sources and through the phenomenological
and dynamic response of faith of the individual and community. Reading the
Bible “dynamically and phenomenologically” was his signature method of
hermeneutics. In the process of teaching us this method he was initiating us,
and perhaps seducing us (to use a phrase of the prophet Jeremiah), into a
method that allowed us to peer behind the lattice of the written text into the
mysterious Word of God.
Rabbi Finkel was an uncommonly learned man, and when I think back to the
courses I took with him in the graduate program, I now realize how woefully
unprepared and naïve I was. There was always the acute awareness that
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you were before someone who was a well-spring of knowledge. In that naiveté I once asked him, “Rabbi, what books should I read to get the essence
of what you are teaching us?” He kindly smiled (with that great smile of his)
and answered, “What I’m giving you comes from a lifetime of study.”
It is impossible to recall Rabbi Finkel as a teacher without mentioning, at
least in passing, his sensitivity toward his students. I recall once during a final
exam, having a difficult time with one of his questions. Whenever I would
come close to the answer, he would nod and smile approvingly communicating that I was on the right track. He wasn’t interested in testing my
memory, but rather, like Plato, he brought out something he knew was already there in the mind of a conscientious student. Like the best of teachers,
Rabbi was interested in his students succeeding.
When I finished a license in Biblical Theology from the Pontifical Gregorian
University in Rome back in 2008, I wrote Rabbi Finkel thanking him for having “ignited my heart with a love for the study of Holy Scriptures.” He answered me with a kind letter, the first words of which were written in Hebrew: “Shalom greetings to the one who is far but near.” He also mentioned
the “paradigm of Joseph” that Jews and Christians live out today after the
historical encounter in 1960 between St. Pope John XXIII and a visiting American Jewish delegation to the Vatican. During this meeting, the pontiff citing
Genesis 45:3 said, “It is I – Joseph your brother!” Rabbi Finkel then wrote:
“You still can learn from the elder brothers but also achieve great heights as
Joseph.”
I am most grateful for the opportunity to have studied with Rabbi Asher
Finkel and for the Jewish-Christian Studies Graduate Program at Seton Hall
University that made it possible. For me, he will always be remembered as
Rabbi Asher Finkel of blessed memory.
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Tribute to Rabbi Finkel
Ira Melon, M.A.
My experience of having Rabbi Asher Finkel as a teacher/mentor was unparalleled. His passion for his subject matter was palpable to anyone fortunate
enough to have been his student. Rabbi Finkel seemed to enter another
zone and was mesmerizing as he deftly wove the threads together of his
scholarly discourse...it became a mystical experience for me.
It has been more than 25 years since I started the Jewish-Christian graduate
degree program. I began in 1994 and graduated in the year 2000. This scholarly journey has had a profound personal impact on my life.
I took the introductory course with Father David Bossman; I had a course
with Father John Morley and then continued on taking the bulk of my courses with both the esteemed Father Lawrence Frizzell and Rabbi Finkel.
I was totally enmeshed and absorbed in the rigorous challenges of these
courses, which to a major degree have affected my adult life and personhood. I consider my graduation from this program to be one of my life journey's most singular achievements.
With gratitude Rabbi Finkel. You have made a difference for me and many
others as well.
May your memory be a blessing.
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Remembering an Extraordinary Rabbi for His Passion and Knowledge
Mary Clifford Morrell, M.A.
When I reflect on Rabbi Asher Finkel and his contribution to the Master’s
program in Jewish-Christian Studies, and to the many students who were
blessed to be the recipients of his presence and his teaching, I think most
often of one word—passion.

There is no substitute for passion’s ability to impact a student’s learning or
interest in the subject. It was that kind of passion I had hoped for in my professors when I became a student of the program many years ago, and I was
not disappointed.
Add to that an exceptional depth and breadth of knowledge and Rabbi
Finkel’s students were bound to experience a wealth of learning and transformation of thought, enabling them to be agents of change for JewishChristian relations in their personal, academic or professional lives.
Some 40 years ago, at the beginning of the Master’s program in JewishChristian Studies, Msgr. John M. Oesterreicher shared his thoughts on the
past history of Jewish-Christian relations, and pointed out:
“Stereotypes and distorted images—in short, prejudice—has tainted the
co-existence of Christians and Jews. Good will, alone, will not end the
rule of clichés. Only knowledge—knowledge that illumines the dark recesses of the human heart, and the many difficult problems besetting us,
can break this rule.” (Lawrence E. Frizzell with John M. Oesterreicher and
Asher Finkel, Ed., Beginnings: the Master's Program in Judaeo-Christian
Studies, 1975-1980, p. 5)
That is what Rabbi Finkel gave us; knowledge that illumines the human
heart, knowledge that can nurture change and reveal truth. This was particularly important to me as a Catholic writer, journalist and religious educator,
who had hopes for sharing what I learned and engaging others in an experience of catechesis wherever they were on their own journeys.
What Rabbi Finkel gave to all of his students was his understanding of the
presence of God, a love of prayer and study and a passion for Scripture.
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From this pivotal foundation, our own understanding of the many courses of
study within the Master’s program would grow and lead us to new and valuable insights.
Since completing the program, whenever a reader writes back to me because of something I have included in my writing about the histories of two
faith communities and their inter-relationship, and says, “I didn’t know
that!” I remember that my small contribution to Jewish-Christian relations,
and my ability to impart some bit of illuminating knowledge, is due to Rabbi
Finkel - one of those who imbued the Institute of Judaeo-Christian Studies
and the Master’s program with their own passion, love of their faith and
their extraordinary knowledge.
It seems appropriate to thank Rabbi Finkel posthumously for unfolding a
quote from, appropriately, Moses Maimonides: “At times the truth shines so
brilliantly that we perceive it as clear as day.”
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Remembering and Honoring Rabbi Finkel
Roberta Salvador, M.M., M.A., Ph.D.
Rabbi Finkel was a beloved teacher to whom I looked up, admired, was inspired by, and from whom I learned much.
My first recollections of Rabbi Finkel was in the late 1970’s. I was back from
my first mission assignment in Chile. I was at our Maryknoll Center in the
outskirts of the town of Ossining, NY. Word was going around that there was
a new teacher at the Maryknoll School of Theology across the street. He
was a rabbi and his class was “The Teachings of Jesus.” I thought, how interesting it would be to hear a rabbi’s perspective on Jesus and the Gospels. So
I took the class.
Rabbi Finkel was a dynamic teacher who was amazing in his knowledge of
the Scriptures. Other Sisters who took Rabbi Finkel’s class recently commented to me about how sensitive he was to the culture of the ancient
world and his sense of humor.
One Sister was impressed with his willingness to read the poem she had
written on the story of Job, which was the class she was taking from him.
Another Sister, who was taking his class on the Psalms, wrote: “What I remember most was my emotion! I so looked forward to his class and felt so
honored to be in his presence...a truly holy man who shared his faith and
knowledge with us.”
Another Sister wrote: “I consider him one of the best teachers I have ever
had. He gave me a great love and understanding of the Scriptures.” Still another wrote that she experienced Rabbi Finkel as a Jewish rabbi, who was
deeply steeped in the Hebrew Scriptures. “He was authentic, a searcher for
deeper meaning.”
Although she took a course from Rabbi Finkel almost fifty years ago, a Sister
wrote that her impressions of both Rabbi Finkel and his class are still fresh in
her mind. She comments that listening to Rabbi Finkel gave her a deeper
understanding of Jesus’ parables and teachings, as well as the meaning of
Jesus’ relationship and encounter with people. His class was like making a
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retreat. Another Sister: “He was wonderful! I will never forget him.”
I later enrolled in the MA program in Jewish-Christian Studies at Seton Hall.
The courses I took opened up a whole area of scholarship I hadn’t known
before. I read biblical, rabbinic and Qumran texts. I learned about Judaism in
the 2nd Temple Period, took Jewish Law, the Fall of Jerusalem, Rabbinic
Thought, Jewish Philosophy of Education and Readings in Paul and John.
I was fortunate to have Father Frizzell and Rabbi Finkel for my teachers. They
both had a depth of knowledge of their subjects that was truly inspiring. In
the program, I appreciated learning not only to read the texts, but also to
learn from my teachers because of their holy lives.
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Tribute to Rabbi Finkel
Jay Wolferman
Rabbi Finkel was a rare combination: well versed in the Jewish/Rabbinic tradition, a talmid (student) of Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik and a scholar of the
New Testament. It is this combination that drew me to Rabbi Finkel’s classes!

As someone who studied in a Yeshiva and found the Christian Scriptures to
be fascinating, I often reflected on the Jewish nature of the New Testament.
However, it was not until I studied with Rabbi Finkel that I really was able to
see the “Jewish Texture” of these texts.
To this day I remember a meeting with Rabbi Finkel in his office about my
term paper for his “Jewish Texture of the Gospels” course. Many of Rabbi
Finkel’s students will recall his insistence that “we should not study the text
as flat!” We were discussing the story of Bartimaeus (Mark 10:46-52). Rabbi
showed me that we must read the text as a commentary on purity. Bartimaeus must be parsed as Bar (son) of timah (impurity). I walked out of his
office awestruck. It was this type of study of the two traditions that I had
been seeking!
May Rabbi Finkel’s legacy live on in his unique scholarship!
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Remembering Rabbi Asher Finkel
Joseph Atkinson, Ph.D.
Rabbi Asher Finkel was on the examining board for my doctoral degree at
the John Paul II Institute (Washington, D.C.) in 1998. Behind this matter-offact statement lies the reality of Rabbi Finkel’s powerful and charismatic
presence and his towering intellect in matters of the Hebrew Bible and rabbinical literature. These two characteristics of Rabbi Finkel were evident to
everyone present the day of my defense.
My dissertation was on the theological meaning of water in the Old Testament. This was a somewhat unique examination board as it was composed
of two external readers, one of whom (Finkel) was a renowned Jewish scholar and participant in the Jewish-Christian dialogue and the other who was a
Dominican and Old Testament scholar.
When Finkel’s allotted time arrived, all eyes turned to him, and as he began
to speak, there was an intellectual intensity in the room. He then took us
through a wide-ranging and in-depth analysis of the dissertation, including
its strengths and weaknesses, with critical attention to the Hebrew language
of the texts used. Rabbi also provided enlightening and clarifying comments
on Jewish practices, asking incisive questions and raising critical challenges.
While he spoke, it was both exhilarating and like a purifying fire.
After Rabbi Finkel finished, we all knew we were in the presence of a scholar
for whom ideas and faith were fundamental to his life. For me, it was a privileged moment of iron sharpening iron. Later, he wrote me a kind letter offering to work with me to have the dissertation published.
To say that it was an honor to have Rabbi Finkel on the board does not capture the reality of what I felt. Rabbi Finkel was a man of deep learning
whose life, scholarship and faith were wedded into an integral whole. He
was a man whose mind was sharp and alive. He was a man who was present
to the moment, and brought to that moment the gift of who he was.
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In Memoriam: Rabbi Asher Finkel (1934-2020)
Julien Hammond, Th.M.
It is a truism that a teacher may never know the full influence that they have
upon a student’s life. It would certainly be all the more true (qal vaḥomer), it
seems to me, if the teacher never even met the student who claims their
influence. Such is my relationship with the late Rabbi Dr. Asher Finkel, one of
the greatest teachers and influences of my life.
In 1997, Rabbi Finkel was invited to Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, to deliver
the Archbishop Anthony Jordan Lectures at Newman Theological College
(NTC), a Roman Catholic theologate in Western Canada. His theme for that
year’s lectures was “Christianity and Judaism in Dialogue,” and Rabbi Finkel
gave three talks: “Jesus in the Jewish Context,” “First Three Centuries of Separation” and “From Constantine to post-Holocaust Dialogue.”
I was a student at NTC at the time, wrapping up my Master of Divinity degree and contemplating the next stages of my own journey – into a pastoral
field of lay ministry or further into graduate studies and perhaps a life in the
Academy. At this most crucial juncture in my personal discernment, I attended Rabbi Finkel’s lectures, mostly out of a sense of duty to the organizers
more than out of any interest in the subject matter or the speaker; but as a
result, my life was changed from that moment on.
Anyone oriented to the developments of late 20th century Jewish-Christian
Relations or to Rabbi Finkel’s own keen scholarship in this field, would not
have been surprised at all by his presentations at NTC. He did not announce
any ground-breaking new research or innovative strategy for Jews and Christians to engage one another in the world. Rather, what he offered his audience was his own, natural reading of the New Testament through Jewish
cultural and theological eyes; presenting a Jewish Jesus in a first-century
Jewish milieu, engaged in the Jewish life of his times and in the Jewish community (and family) that shaped and nurtured his Jewish spirituality.
The teachings of Jesus, his manner of speaking, the various events in his life
and the entirety of the Christian revelation took on new significance for me
through this reading – something that I had not experienced before. I knew
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immediately that I must explore seriously this Jewish approach to reading
the Word, and its implications for contemporary Jewish-Christian relations.
I enrolled without delay and began a Master of Theology degree in Jewish
Studies that Fall from the University of St. Michael’s College in Toronto. The
first year of my program brought me to Jerusalem for intensive studies with
Rabbinic and Christian scholars dedicated to this “new” interpretative way.
Along the way of my studies, I participated in numerous Jewish, Christian
(and Muslim) student conferences guided in the theology and method of
interreligious dialogue. Toward the end of my degree, I returned to Edmonton and was invited to lead an office of Ecumenical and Interreligious Relations for the Catholic Archdiocese of Edmonton. Here I have remained ever
since, still enriched, still inspired by those lessons first taught to me unwittingly by Rabbi Asher Finkel.
I never met Rabbi Finkel in person, and he most certainly knew nothing of
my existence; but I am profoundly grateful for the trajectory of my life that
he unknowingly set in motion more than 20 years ago. May his memory be
forever as a blessing!
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Professor Rabbi Asher Finkel:
An Appreciation from an Erstwhile Student
Stuart S. Miller, Ph.D.
I began taking courses with “Professor Finkel” (I did not know at the time
that he was also a rabbi!) soon after my arrival at New York University in
1970. I was the product of a modern orthodox Jewish day school education
who did not know what to expect from a university course in religion - never
mind Judaic studies, a field that was first coming into its own.
Professor Finkel was a mesmerizing lecturer, whose teaching inspired me
from the get-go and greatly influenced my decision to pursue a career in
academia. My first class was “Contemporary Jewish Thought.” Another was
“Jewish Philosophy and Mysticism.” Both were introductions to the writings
of theologians, thinkers and scholars about whom I knew just about nothing,
including Judah Halevi, Moses Mendelssohn, Martin Buber, Will Herberg,
Gershom Scholem, Franz Rosenzweig, Mordecai Kaplan, Arthur A. Cohen and
Louis Jacobs – to name just a few! These courses were followed by a memorable independent study that I pursued with Professor Finkel, for which I
researched and wrote a paper devoted to “Dogma and Jewish Belief.”
On the humorous side, I specifically recall that the mysticism class was filled
by “mystified,” early 1970’s students who obviously thought there was
something cool about the subject. I was among the lucky few who caught
Professor Finkel’s drift of this complex subject and was able to fully follow
his engaging journey from the early merkavah texts through the Zohar and
Hasidism. But even those students who were first finding out that they were
getting much more than they bargained were very obviously taken by Professor Finkel’s passion for the subject matter as they seemed to be glued to
his every word.
It wasn’t until long after I had studied with Professor Finkel that I became
aware of his rabbinic training and roots. Upon reflection, I think this lent a
certain sensitivity and intuition on his part to understand from where I was
coming.
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After Professor Finkel left NYU (I went on for a PhD there, specializing in the
Talmudic era Roman Palestine), I would on occasion run into him. I recall a
long discussion on the subway in which he was especially interested in sharing his views on contemporary scholarship in Talmudic studies, particularly
that which was in vogue at the time among the “Neusnerian” school.
Most of all I remember many years later, while I was on sabbatical in Israel,
the warm welcome Rabbi Finkel gave me when we met by chance in the Old
City of Jerusalem overlooking the Western Wall and Temple Mount.
I think that was the last time we saw each other - the last anyway on which
we had a conversation.
Only recently I was thinking that I never really had the opportunity to express my appreciation in person.
May this remembrance serve as a fitting hakarat ha-tov.

29

Crossing Boundaries
David M. Bossman, Ph.D.
Professor Rabbi Asher Finkel truly was a light for the gentiles at Seton Hall
University over the span of four decades. A founding faculty member of the
Graduate Department of Jewish-Christian Studies, he brought the enthusiasm and expertise of his mentor, Joseph Ber Soloveitchik, a major American
Orthodox rabbi, Talmudist, modern Jewish philosopher and a scion of the
Lithuanian Jewish Soloveitchik rabbinic dynasty.
When Rabbi Finkel sought the approval of the Rav to teach at a Catholic university, at first the Rav opposed his doing so. Ultimately he gave his blessing
when Rabbi Finkel asked who was to educate Christians about their roots in
the Jewish tradition if Jews refused to teach them. Moreover, if Christians
are left in ignorance about rabbinic thinking and practice, another Holocaust
based on ignorance could easily happen.

I can witness that Rabbi Finkel's entire educational mission at Seton Hall was
one of in-depth education about the world of rabbinic thought, practice and
values. For that, all of us who learned from him owe him a debt of gratitude
for expanding our vision of Christian Scriptures as well as for understanding
the vitality of the rabbinic mind in the practice of Judaism today.
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Rabbi Asher Finkel (1934 – 2020): Rest in Peace*
The Rev. Lawrence Frizzell, D. Phil.
You are righteous, O Lord
And all your deeds are just;
All your ways are mercy and truth;
You are the Judge of the world
(Book of Tobit 3:2)
As the Institute of Judaeo-Christian Studies and the Master’s Program in
Jewish-Christian Studies commemorates 45 years of academic work, it is
with great sadness that I share the news that Rabbi Asher Finkel departed
from this world on August 17, 2020. He was surrounded by his beloved wife,
Jane, and his children and grandchildren as he gave his life into the merciful
hands of his Lord.
“You are righteous, Lord, and your judgment is right. True and righteous
Judge, blessed are you, all whose judgments are righteous and true”. (Philip
Birnbaum, Daily Prayer Book p 738).
When we studied the Book of Tobit, probably from the third century B.C.E.,
Rabbi Finkel pointed to the above quoted prayer of Tobit as an example of
the continuity in the tradition of Judaism. Over the decades of his teaching
as well as in his publications, he often drew attention to the resonances of
the Biblical heritage that are shared in teachings of the Rabbis and the Christian Scriptures. His knowledge of both Jewish and Christian classics was unparalleled!
Over several generations the Finkel family has brought the profound moral
message of Lithuanian Jewish education to Israel and the Diaspora. Rabbi
Finkel’s uncle had brought the entire Mir Yeshiva to safety in Shanghai in
1940, thanks to the heroic deeds of Chiune Sugihara, the Japanese Counsel
in Kaunas, Lithuania. This is background to the message in Mishpacha (Issue
826) at the occasion of Rabbi Finkel’s death.

This story of Rabbi Finkel’s deep love of Moses Maimonides (1135-1204)
reminds me of a quotation in one of Father Thomas Stransky’s essays:
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Youth, what man’s age is like doth show,
We may our ends by our beginnings know
(Sir John Denham [1615-1669], “On Prudence”).
May Rabbi Asher Finkel be bound up in the bundle of life, in the care of the
Lord, his God! (1 Samuel 25:29)

*This tribute was first published online in 2020 on Father Frizzell’s blog.
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Rabbi Asher Finkel (1934-2020)
The Rev. Lawrence Frizzell, D.Phil.
The Institute of Judaeo-Christian Studies and the MA program lost a great
friend and teacher when Rabbi Finkel passed away on August 17, 2020. He
was a founding faculty member of the Master’s program in 1975 and over
the decades taught 15 courses across a great range of topics in Judaism and
the Christian-Jewish encounter.
Already before coming to Seton Hall, Rabbi Finkel had taught in several universities on the East Coast of the United States. In these years he was visiting
professor at the Maryknoll School of Theology and joined this community for
lectures in Japan and Kenya. Rabbi Finkel was also in dialogue with Evangelical Christians and wrote chapters for Evangelicals and Jews in Conversation
(1978) and Evangelicals and Jews in an Age of Pluralism (1984).
Rabbi Finkel came from a line of teachers in Lithuania associated with the
Musar movement. His grandfather migrated to Israel and founded a Yeshivah in Hebron. Asher was born in Jerusalem and, when his father became a
Yeshiva principal in Michigan, came with his family to the United States at
the age of ten.
In class with another teacher who misspelled the word PeSaḤ, his reward for
pointing out the error was that the teacher spoke to him only in Yiddish! This
served Rabbi Finkel well when he entered the doctoral program in comparative religion at Tübingen University in Germany.
The thorough education in Rabbinics, with side interests in mathematics and
astronomy, also served the young scholar well when he studied the New
Testament and early Christian and Muslim literature. He had a phenomenal
capacity of recall for texts in the original language!
The Institute has made Rabbi Finkel’s publications available on Bepress and
Academia.edu, along with his radio interviews for WSOU (Seton Hall’s radio
station 89.5 FM). I hope that students for generations to come will consult
the contribution that Rabbi Finkel has made to Jewish-Christian relations!
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Beginnings of the Jewish-Christian Studies Graduate Program

Msgr. John Oesterreicher, Rabbi Asher Finkel and Fr. Lawrence E. Frizzell

Colleagues for 38 Years

Rabbi Asher Finkel and Father Lawrence E. Frizzell
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Rabbi Asher Finkel’s 2013 Retirement Reception

Rabbi Asher Finkel and his wife, Jane

Gathering one last time to listen to the wisdom of Rabbi Asher Finkel

35

